
    
  

   

    
   

   
      

  

   
    

 
  

     
  

     
       

    

    
   

  
  

Assessing Brownfield Sites  

When a community has questions about whether a property is environmentally contaminated, a site assessment is 
needed. An assessment helps a community understand environmental conditions on the property and whether 
those conditions could be harmful to residents and workers. The site assessment process can include a Phase I 
Environmental Site Assessment, a Phase II Environmental Site Assessment and additional assessment activities.1 

Phase I Environmental Site Assessment 

The Phase I Environmental Site Assessment (ESA) uses existing information to help a community understand the 
property conditions by examining current and historical uses of the site and potential threats to human health or 
the environment. Environmental assessments must be completed or overseen by an environmental professional, 
which may include a licensed geologist, engineer or site professional. They will: 

Review records.  Examine  
p ast and  current land uses  
t hrough property  
photographs, maps  and  
h istorical records.  

Review government  
databases.  Examine  
ownership  and  
environmental records  
related to managing or  
disposing  of hazardous  
substances and petroleum  
products.  

Visually inspect the site.  
Visit the site and nearby  
properties to observe current  
conditions.   

Interview owners, 
neighbors  and past  
workers.  Find out what they  
know about site operations  
involving wastes and  
chemicals.    

A Phase I Environmental Site Assessment also helps determine who is potentially liable for environmental contamination 
found on a property. Performing a Phase I Environmental Site Assessment prior to owning a property is often equivalent to 
conducting All Appropriate Inquiries (AAI), a necessary practice for obtaining liability protection under CERCLA for prior 
contamination.2 When a potential owner conducts AAI (in compliance with the regulations at 40 CFR 312) on a brownfield, 
he/she may have a defense to liability if contamination is later discovered.3 

If evidence of known or potential contamination is 
found at the property, further investigation (a Phase II 
Environmental Site Assessment or additional 
assessment) is needed. 

If little to no evidence of potential contamination 
is found at the property, often the next step is to 
proceed with reuse or redevelopment. 



 

   

  

    
    

 
  

      
  

 
  

  
 

 
 

  
   

 
   

 
 

    
     

     
 

    
     

    

      
    

    
      

  

 

 

Phase II Environmental Site Assessment 

The Phase II Environmental Site Assessment (ESA) is recommended if the Phase I Environmental Site Assessment 
results reveal known or potential contamination found on the property, sometimes called recognized 
environmental conditions (RECs). An environmental professional develops a sampling plan to evaluate the 
potential presence of contamination from hazardous substances and petroleum on the property and determines 
the sources and exposures. Environmental professionals may also consult with state and tribal brownfield programs 
regarding required assessment activities. They will: 

Identify chemicals of   
concern.  Determine 
c ontaminants likely to be  
present in soils, groundwater  
or vacant structures  based  
o n property history. 

Sample and test soil, 
groundwater and other 
media. Develop a sampling 
plan for the property. Collect 
and analyze samples to 
determine type and 
distribution of contaminants. 

Further investigate areas  
of concern.  Review results  
and  target sampling to find  
localized hot spots (high-risk 
areas)  and  extent of 
contamination.  

Develop plans for cleanup, 
if needed.  Cleanup for reuse 
prevents and minimizes  
exposures. The plan 
considers layout of  
structures, open areas, slope  
of the property  and  
contaminants.     

If the contamination found at the property exceeds 
risk thresholds for the proposed reuse, consult with 
state or tribal response program staff to develop a 
cleanup plan. The plan uses assessment information to 
develop an analysis of brownfield cleanup alternatives 
that considers RECs. The selected cleanup approach 
should reduce risks and remain protective over time. 

If little  to  no contamination that will impede  
property reuse is found,  the next step is to consult  
with state or tribal response program  staff before  
proceeding  with reuse or redevelopment.  

While a Phase II Environmental Site Assessment typically follows a Phase I Environmental Site Assessment, the site 
assessment process is not always linear. If redevelopment plans change or more than 180 days have passed since the 
Environmental Site Assessment, additional assessment may be needed. In some cases, an updated Phase I or Phase II 
Environmental Site Assessment may be needed. Additional assessment gives confidence to the community and 
investors and ensures a safe reuse. 

1U.S. EPA grant recipients are required to report assessment activities through U.S. EPA’s Assessment, Cleanup and Redevelopment Exchange System (ACRES). Between 40-65% of 
annual brownfield grants awarded are assessment grants. As of February 2020, Brownfield assessment grants have funded Phase I Environmental Site Assessments at 24,036 sites and 

Phase II Environmental Site Assessments at 11,745 sites. This data is publicly available at www.epa.gov/cleanups/cleanups-my-community. 
2AAI Final Rule (40 CFR Part 312) provides that ASTM International Standards E1527-21 and E2247-23 satisfy AAI requirements. ASTM International is an international standards 
development organization that develops technical standards for various products, services and industries. 
3To claim protection from liability, AAI must be conducted before the property is acquired and the owner must comply with all other applicable statutory criteria. Grantees conducting a 
Phase I Environmental Site Assessment with EPA Brownfields funding must conduct the Phase I Environmental Site Assessment in compliance with the AAI regulation. For more 
information on All Appropriate Inquiries, see www.epa.gov/brownfields/brownfields-all-appropriate-inquiries. 
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